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Abstract  
This paper reports on the first national study of the annual Walkley Awards for excellence in 
Australian journalism, the premier media prizes in this country. The research is designed to 
investigate the meaning of quality journalism at a time of flux in the news industry, as 
newspapers move online and become multi-platform rather than single-medium news 
providers. Academic critique of journalism habitually dwells on malpractice and poor 
performance; this paper proposes instead to critically examine exemplary forms of successful 
journalistic practice, asking what they might tell us about quality journalism. No- table 
characteristics of the top prize, the Gold Walkley, awarded in the period between 1988 and 
2008, are highlighted in the analysis. These are interpreted in relation to the research 
literature on prize-winning journalism. Quality journalism emerges as a complex practice 
that resists quantification and “monetisation”. The paper argues that, nonetheless, 
excellence in journalism, properly conceived, requires attention to – and engagement with – 
the public’s ideas about journalism.  
 
Introduction  
For the brickbats are many, the laurels few, and the recurring images of vultures and 
hounds lurking near the prey are a sharp reminder that the media will never be 
perfect, nor totally loved (John Hurst, 1988). 
The annual Walkley Awards for excellence in Australian journalism are changing. In July 
2009, the Walkley Foundation announced a new award category of “Best online journalism” 
in recognition of the growing industry importance of digital media (Dempster, 2009, p. 25). 
Two all-media awards, one for “outstanding continuous coverage of an issue or event”, the 
other for “best scoop of the year”, have been introduced for the same reason (Dempster, 
2009, p. 25). The changes are one outcome of a 2009 internal review of the awards. Further 
changes are promised. Work is under way to radically restructure the award categories to 
recognise core journalistic skills and values, including reporting, writing, interviewing and 
investigating. Categories based on separate delivery platforms (print, radio, television and 
online) may be phased out. As Walkley Advisory Board chair Quentin Dempster (2009) 
explains, digital media have fundamentally altered the public’s ideas about who can be a 
journalist and what the work involves. It follows, then, that if journalism is to have a 
sustainable future, journalists need to communicate more about the skills and values that 
differentiate professional practice from blogs and social media.  
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The Walkleys are the profession’s own way of encouraging high standards of work and 
promoting quality across the field. Created by petroleum magnate Sir William Gaston 
Walkley in 1956, and now administered by the Walkley Foundation and the journalists’ 
union, the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance (MEAA), the awards are open to all 
journalists on the basis of self-nomination, and are judged by distinguished media industry 
figures.  
 
At its best, this reward system can be seen as an exercise in critical peer review and capacity- 
building; less generous assessments suggest the awards amount to little more than an “orgy of 
... back-slapping” (Thompson, 2005). The task of this paper is to offer a dispassionate 
appraisal of Australia’s best journalism, as judged by journalists themselves. Theoretically, 
the analysis moves away from academic critiques of journalism that habitually dwell on 
negative instances of bad practice, proposing instead to direct critical attention at prize-
winning or successful journalism. I argue the awards offer a new and under-researched 
starting point for thinking about journalism practice, including the profession’s processes of 
self-evaluation, the public’s ideas about journalism, and the relationship between journalism 
prizes and public understanding of news quality. Notable characteristics of Gold Walkley 
award-winning pieces of journalism from the past 21 years are highlighted in the analysis. 
The sample opens in 1988 with Radio National broadcaster Dr Norman Swan of the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) taking the top prize for revealing scientific 
fraud; it ends with Ross Coulthart and Nick Farrow’s 2008 award-winning television exposé 
of a doctor known as the “Butcher of Bega”, who criminally assaulted his patients (Sunday, 
Nine Network). This recent unprecedented win for commercial television current affairs 
suggests new awareness of audience preferences as well as professional news values. I argue 
that excellence in journalism, properly conceived, requires attention to and engagement with 
the public’s ideas about journalism. The Walkley Foundation is aware of this imperative 
(Dempster, 2009); the challenge ahead lies in answering its increasingly urgent call.  
Quality in journalism  
Debates about how well journalists do their job and other aspects of media performance are 
dealt with extensively in international media and journalism research (Liebes & Kampf, 
2009; Statham, 2008; Bennett, 2007; Gardner et al., 2001; Tumber, 2000; McQuail, 1992; 
Rivers & Schramm, 1969), but in the literature there is little evidence of consensus on how to 
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define professional journalism standards, the concepts of quality and excellence, or the 
parameters for empirical investigations of these categories. Four approaches to “quality” are 
canvassed in this section: the quality/popular division for judging newspaper content; quality 
as a product of newsroom resources; quality as creative work valued by news readers and 
professional peers; and quality as a democratic value.  
The quality-popular division  
Australian research on the theme of quality in journalism is limited but insightful (see Mayer, 
1968; Turner, 1993, 1996; Henningham, 1996; Hanusch, 2008; Harrington, 2008). The first 
efforts to trace out some of the difficulties of researching “quality” newspapers emerged in 
Henry Mayer’s landmark study, The press in Australia (1968). He identifies the quality-
popular division as the most widely accepted international standard for judging newspaper 
content (1968, p. 8), but argues it is marred by essentialism, vagueness and unhelpful 
moralistic overtones:  
The notion of the quality Press is an essentialist one: certain papers alone are assumed 
to have absorbed “the essence” of “the” newspaper as such. The question of whether 
the popular Press has not qualitative features of its own is thus ignored, and that Press 
is, from the start, put in a morally inferior position. (Mayer, 1968, p. 6)  
 
Mayer shows how this division had developed historically from schematic comparisons of 
newspaper content and muddle-headed ideas about readership. Quality content is typically 
seen as opinion-forming, serious, lengthy and soberly presented for an elite, well-educated 
and well- heeled readership, while popular journalism is “light”, entertaining, visual and 
replete with gimmicks and competitions that are designed to appeal to the majority of the 
population. Yet Mayer points to the difficulties of trying to define or measure quality. He 
argues the London Times and The New York Times acquired their undisputed status as the 
two top quality papers in the English- speaking world through critical acclaim (and 
advertising hype), rather than any hard evidence about their content standards or circulation 
figures (1968, p. 4). He further claims that Australian conditions (such as small population, 
high costs of media market entry) mean that no Australia newspaper is in a position to 
compete “unsubsidised” with The Times or The New York Times, although local 
commentators like to single out The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age as more “serious” 
than the rest of the country’s capital city dailies (1968, pp. 7-8). Put another way, ac- cording 
to international standards, there have never been any quality newspapers in Australia (1968, 
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p. 8), just a popular press offering more or less crime, vice, visuals, ads, editorials and serious 
political news (1968, p. 24). Mayer thus suggests it is difficult to have a serious debate about 
quality journalism in Australian. A more recent version of this quality sceptics’ position can 
be found in Michael Bromley’s (2006) commentary on the parlous state of journalism 
research in Australia, in which he argues industry practice simply cannot be leveraged into 
worthwhile research because it lacks quality. He writes that “with only a very few notable 
exceptions, Australian mainstream journalism is characterized by a singular lack of 
investigation, understanding or even, at times, comprehensibility” (2006, p. 212).  
I argue instead that the quality-popular division highlighted by Mayer (1968) is based too 
narrowly on medium or delivery platform and, therefore, is outdated. It obscures more about 
journalistic practice than it reveals, suggesting quality is a function of specific news formats 
rather than a potential feature of all types of journalism.  
Newsroom resources  
The second approach to media quality focuses on the link between newsroom resources, 
media content and issues such as media concentration, corporatisation, newsroom job cuts 
and public disaffection with the media. This is a strong theme in US journalism and media 
management research, notably in the Newspaper Research Journal (Lacy & Fico, 1991; 
Bogart, 2004: Meyer, 2004: Picard, 2004; Culbertson, 2007) and Journalism and Mass 
Communication Quarterly (Gladney, 1996; Henningham, 1996).  
 
Stephen Lacy and Frederick Fico (1991) point to “the profit controversy” as the core issue in 
this area of research: that is, the question of whether investment in the editorial quality of 
news- papers bears any connection to retention of readers (circulation) and, hence, the 
business success of media companies. To use the current jargon, many of these researchers 
are trying to establish whether and how “quality” can be monetised to achieve a balance 
between media business imperatives and what Picard (2004, p. 64) calls “the needs of quality, 
public service and responsibilities that extend beyond the shareholders”.  
 
Journalism researcher Geoff Turner (1993, 1996) investigates “the profit controversy” in 
Australian newspapers. He was motivated to do so following media law reforms in the late 
1980s that enabled News Limited’s Rupert Murdoch to seize control of two-thirds of the 
Australian daily press through a takeover of the Herald and Weekly Times group (1996, p. 
137). In the resulting industry shake-out, around 1000 journalists, artists and photographers 
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lost their jobs as newspaper titles were closed or merged. This represented a dramatic 
reduction in the journalistic workforce, estimated in 1993 to consist of around 10,000 
journalists, with 6000 working in newsrooms and two-thirds of those employed on a full-time 
basis (Henningham, cited in Turner, 1993). Against that background, Turner’s (1993) main 
concern is the threat to journalism standards and media content diversity posed by media 
concentration. He worries that media budget cuts will diminish the accuracy, reliability and 
scope of news, reducing the likelihood of investment in local rounds, investigative reporting 
and information news (1996, p. 140). He therefore favours a definition of “quality” based on 
editorial budgets and staff sizes:  
This linkage stems from two main factors: firstly, greater diversity of news sources 
means more journalists if staffing levels are maintained; and secondly, staffing levels 
on news media organisations need to be more than just adequate to allow quality 
journalism, based on investigation and reflection, rather than superficial regurgitation 
of easily accessible material. (Turner, 1993)  
There is no suggestion of a direct nexus between newsroom staff numbers and newspaper 
quality; Turner is mindful of other mitigating factors such as workloads, staff morale and 
news- room management. Importantly, he emphasises structural conditions that have a 
bearing on the issue, namely precarious employment, or “a culture of impermanence” (1993), 
a major problem that arises as big media companies reduce their workforces and seek 
economies of scale. In this view, employment insecurity is seen to impact on news quality by 
exerting constraints on journalists, inhibiting them from speaking out against proprietorial 
interference, and increasing the likelihood of self-censorship and commercially oriented news 
selection decisions.  
 
Turner’s response is to devise a mathematical formula for judging newspaper quality in terms 
of editorial staff size and circulation or, put another way, of connecting rises and falls in 
circulation with changes in workforce size (Turner, 1996). Perhaps unsurprisingly, he finds 
evidence of a decline in quality journalism in Australia in the 10 years between 1980-81 and 
1990-91 and uses this to suggest that quality newspapers may become an area of market 
failure in Australian journalism (1996, pp. 141-142). This conclusion is remarkably prescient 
given that it predates the digital revolution with its emerging new media platforms, increased 
competition for audience attention, changing advertising patterns and declining newspaper 
circulations (see Scott [2009] for a more recent discussion of quality journalism and market 
failure).  
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Turner’s research deepens our understanding of news quality, although like Mayer’s it is 
limited to a single news delivery platform, because it directs our attention to the relationship 
between “quality” and journalists (and their work practices), rather than just news 
content/format. Based on an interest in the human and material resources needed to do the job 
properly, this second approach to quality merits ongoing attention.  
 
John Henningham (1996) extends this research in a national study of Australian journalists’ 
professional and ethical values, finding that job security and editorial policies are the two 
most important aspects of journalism identified by the 1000 news people in the sample. 
Folker Hanusch’s (2008) more recent survey of Australian journalists’ role perceptions 
updates our knowledge of journalistic dispositions towards quality journalism. Hanusch 
found 79 per cent of the 100 journalists surveyed held citizen-oriented views about the media, 
although the more consumer- oriented need to provide audiences with interesting information 
also scored highly (2008, pp. 104-105). Both Henningham and Hanusch surveyed journalists 
across all media platforms.  
 
Yet, as Leo Bogart (2004) reminds us, there is a crucial consideration that is missing from 
Turner’s (1996) quantitative analysis of the “profit controversy”: circulation is being misread 
as an indicator of quality journalism (news content), when in fact it may be better understood 
as a measure of the reader appeal of that news content.  
Quality in journalism as creative work  
In the third definition of “quality in journalism” canvassed in this paper, sociologist Leo Bog- 
art suggests defining quality as an “intellectual product” that is constantly monitored and 
assessed by both media audiences and professional peers although it resists easy 
measurement (2004, pp. 43-45). He writes:  
Why is the assessment of editorial excellence as murky as critical judgement of 
poetry, chamber music or architecture? Because, as with any other form of art, 
journalism’s accomplishments are intangible. It operates in the realm of ideas; its 
potential for exerting influence and power resides in its ability to arouse passion and 
empathy. (Bogart, 2004, p. 44)  
Based on various studies of editors and journalists over 30 years, Bogart names the following 
indicators of excellence in journalism: “integrity, fairness, balance, accuracy, 
comprehensiveness, diligence in discovery, authority, breadth of coverage, variety of content, 
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reflection of the entire home community, vivid writing, attractive makeup, packaging or 
appearance, and easy navigability” (2004, p. 40). He points to journalism awards as an 
important, if imperfect, measure of collective professional standards (2004, p. 45). This 
approach consistently supports the author’s stated aim of directing critical attention to 
successful journalism in order to better understand concepts of quality based in professional 
practice, associated processes of professional self-evaluation, and their wider implications. It 
does have some drawbacks that require consideration. As will be seen below, in discussing 
the literature on prize-winning journalism in relation to findings about the Gold Walkleys, 
studies of indicators of excellence do not necessarily provide insight into the contexts and 
conditions under which quality is produced.  
Democratic values  
Before moving to examine the Australian journalism awards, mention is needed of one other 
piece of interesting Australian research on journalism and audience appeal, which raises a 
fourth way of considering “quality”. In a recent article on broadcast television journalism, 
Stephen Harrington (2008) makes the case for critically unpacking the notion of audience 
appeal or popularity, urging scholars to think “less about who (or what) is producing the 
information [on television], and ... more in terms of the ends that may/may not be achieved as 
a result” (2008, p. 278). In a move that Henry Mayer might well have enjoyed, he argues 
media commercialisation does not have to be synonymous with “mindless entertainment” 
(2008, p. 279), and that it is possible to differentiate “genuinely democratic” popular 
television programs from populist pap, or the “simply ... demotic” (2008, p. 280). Put another 
way, he asserts the quality of some types of popular news forms while dismissing the poor 
practices of others. For Harrington, “quality” popular television seeks to “both follow and 
guide public opinion” (2008, p. 279). This is an important re- statement and modification of 
recent debates about tabloidisation (Hartley, 1996; Lumby, 1999; Turner, 2005) because it 
reintroduces the notion of hierarchical cultural standards into debates about how well media 
do their job. Harrington is to be applauded for his attempt to open up a critical analysis of 
neglected types of journalism. He makes an important contribution to rethinking popular 
television journalism, particularly given the print bias in the existing literature on quality 
standards. Yet Harrington’s argument is limited because it is mostly speculative, asserting 
rather than demonstrating the value of commercial current affairs programs that deal with 
issues that impact on people’s lives, radio talkback that does not rely on shock-jocks, or 
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weblogs that avoid recounting anecdotes and sharing prejudices in order to make noteworthy 
contributions to the public sphere (2004, pp. 279-280).  
 
Four approaches to “quality” have been reviewed in this section. Two approaches have been 
suggested to be of limited relevance to the current discussion of Australian journalism awards 
(the quality/popular division for judging newspaper content, and quality as a democratic 
value), while two others support the aims of the study and, taken together, point to key issues 
that need to be explored in more depth in any analysis of prize-winning journalism. They are 
the creative work of journalism, and its appeal to professional peers and newsreaders, as well 
as the news- room resources that might sustain its production. The article now turns to an 
analysis of Gold Walkleys over the past 21 years.  
The search for Gold  
The Walkley Awards are widely regarded as the leading media industry prizes in Australia. 
Industry support can be gauged by the fact that the annual event attracts about 1300 entries, 
enlists the voluntary services of more than 100 senior industry figures in the judging process, 
and achieves sponsorship from most major Australian media organisations, although News 
Limited is notably missing from the 2009 list (see http://www.walkleys.com/current-
sponsors). The awards have their detractors, with sniping in the past about bias and 
incompetence in the judging (Burton, 1997), closed-shop entry requirements (only union 
members were eligible before 1996), and favouritism towards the “worthy” stories produced 
by the ABC and Fairfax newspapers (Warren, 1996). However, the Walkleys were revamped 
in 1997 following a review of categories, judging procedures and the eligibility, nomination 
and sponsorship rules (Burton, 1997). One of the major outcomes was the introduction of 
new categories for specialist areas (magazines, Indigenous, sport, wire-service and online) 
and senior journalism roles (commentary, broadcast presenting and news leadership). The 
introduction of new categories was directed at addressing a perceived bias in the award 
categories favouring traditional news and current affairs reporting by major metropolitan 
newspapers (Burton, 1997). Another major change was made to eligibility rules: in 1997, for 
the first time, the awards were opened to all journalists rather than only union members. 
Twelve years on, the Walkleys have been successfully transformed, the Walkley Foundation 
is seen as the leading national protagonist of professional and ethical journalism, and The 
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Walkley Magazine provides a regular public forum on media controversies both at home and 
abroad.  
 
The research project reported below has been designed to create a profile of quality 
Australian journalism. The first stage of the research consists of cataloguing and analysing 
Gold Walkley award-winning pieces of journalism in search of patterns or trends in prize-
winning. Future re- search will focus on the judging process. The argument made here is that 
an historical perspective on the Walkley Awards provides a means for better understanding 
professional standards in Australian journalism, including shifting ideas about “quality”. Our 
initial list of research questions included the following: Which medium and media outlet has 
won most Gold Walkleys? What about multi-platform and online journalism? How does the 
“quality” press fare? What about “popular” media? What categories of journalism have 
attracted awards? Do male or female journalists win more awards? Do individuals perform 
better, or teams? Is Australia’s multiculturalism reflected at the highest level of award-wining 
journalism? Do Indigenous journalists win Gold? Are prizes given for journalism in 
languages other than English? This article offers some preliminary answers to these 
questions, drawn from analysis of our catalogue of Gold Walkleys for the period from 1988 
to 2008.  
 
The start date was chosen to provide continuity with Hurst’s (1988) seminal study of the 
Walkleys. Hurst’s descriptive account documents award-winning contributions, and the work 
that went into their production, in all categories of awards in the period 1956 to 1987 and 
indicates that Gold Walkleys were introduced in 1978. It is important to note here that 
Australian journalism awards are unusual because they include categories for artwork, 
photography, cartoons, headings and, since 1978, radio and television news and current 
affairs (Hurst, 1988). In contrast, the Pulitzer Prizes for journalism are awarded only to 
newspaper or online journalists (see http:// www.pulitzer.org/administration).  
Research findings  
Between 1988 and 2008, newspaper journalists have won the Gold Walkley on 10 occasions. 
Television journalists have won six times, radio journalists have won three times, a 
cameraman named Richard Moran won in 2003 for his coverage of the devastating Canberra 
bushfires, and the ABC’s Tim Palmer won the only multi-platform Gold Walkley in 2005 for 
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radio and television news reports from Indonesia. The Gold Walkley has yet to be awarded to 
an online journalist.  
The two national newspapers, The Australian Financial Review and The Australian, have 
done better in the Gold Walkleys (five Golds) than metropolitan dailies (four Golds): 
metropolitan tabloid, regional and suburban newspapers do not figure at all. The Sydney 
Morning Herald (SMH) has won three times, The Age only once, in 2001, for Andrew Rule’s 
investigation of rape allegations against the then chair of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Commission, Geoff Clarke. The Sunday edition of Sydney’s Daily Telegraph, the 
Australian newspaper with the largest circulation, did not win a Gold Walkley between 1988 
and 2008.  
 
Public service or non-commercial broadcasting outperforms commercial radio and television; 
in the non-commercial sector, the ABC dominates both radio and television, and is the media 
outlet that has won more Gold Walkleys than any other. Australia’s second public 
broadcaster, the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS), has won only one Gold Walkley, in 
2000 for Mark Davis’s “Blood Money”, a Dateline exposé of the Indonesian Government’s 
funding of the militia terror campaign in East Timor.  
 
Popular media, that is, prime time weekday commercial radio talkback or television news and 
current affairs programs, have never won the top prize, although the 2008 Gold Walkley went 
to the Nine Network’s Sunday program, the former high-profile weekend current affairs 
program which had been axed by the time Ross Coulthart and Nick Farrow received their 
award.  
 
Gold Walkleys went to print categories of journalism four times out of nine in the period 
1988 to 1996, radio categories won three times and television categories twice, including 
Phillip Chubb and Sue Spencer’s award in 1993 for the ABC documentary series Labor in 
power. This situation changed dramatically from 1997, when a range of all-media thematic 
categories was introduced. Between 1997 and 2008, three-quarters of Gold Walkleys went to 
entries in all-media categories (five to newspaper journalists, three to television journalists), 
three were awarded for television news and current affairs reporting, and the longest-standing 
category of “best news report” (print) won only once: in 2007, The Australian’s Hedley 
Thomas took the top award for his reporting of the Australian Federal Police’s bungled case 
against terror suspect Dr Mohamed Haneef.  
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Five out of the eight Gold Walkleys awarded to all media categories between 1997 and 2008 
were for excellence in investigative journalism; international journalism (including coverage 
of Asia-Pacific) won twice and business journalism took one award. Magazine and wire 
service categories do not attract Gold Walkleys; the top prize has never been awarded for the 
categories of excellence in coverage of community and regional affairs, Indigenous affairs, 
social equity issues or sport.  
 
Women journalists have achieved reasonable if not equitable recognition at the highest level 
of journalism, individually taking out the top prize six of the 21 times between 1988 and 
2008, with another four Gold Walkleys going to mixed teams (see 
http://www.womenaustralia.info/exhib/cal/walkley-year.html for more on award-winning 
women journalists). Of the total 33 Gold Walkley winners in our sample, arising from 
individual and team entries, 14 were women and 19 were men.  
 
Team entries have been encouraged since the 1997 review of the Walkleys, but individuals 
outperformed groups in the sample, taking the top prize 14 times. No journalist has managed 
to win the Gold Walkley twice. Four television teams and three newspaper teams have won 
awards; The Australian Financial Review achieved the biggest group award in 2004, when 
five journalists won for their exposé of secret Swiss bank accounts held by Rene Rivkin, 
Graham Richardson and Trevor Kennedy.  
 
SBS, Australia’s multicultural and multilingual radio and television network, won its only 
Gold Walkley in 2000, as indicated above. Indigenous media and ethno-specific press and 
radio are unrepresented among the Gold Walkley winners. Indeed, the first Indigenous 
journalist to win a Walkley award of any kind was documentary-maker and Wiradjuri woman 
Julie Nimmo, who won the 2002 prize for excellence in coverage of Indigenous Affairs for 
“No Fixed Address”, a television story about homeless Aboriginal young people in Sydney 
(SBS TV). Radio broadcaster Ghassan Nakhoul is the first and only journalist to win a 
Walkley for Australian journalism in a language other than English. In 2002, he won a radio 
award for “The five Mysteries of SIEVX”, a series of broadcasts in Arabic about the tragic 
drowning of 353 asylum seekers (SBS Radio, Arabic Program).  
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Discussion  
What does this data tell us about Australian journalism’s view of its own professional 
standards? There have been various efforts to explore the intellectual and creative work of 
journalism by investigating the categories and criteria used to judge award-winning pieces of 
journalism, as well as judges’ interpretations of guidelines and views on journalism standards 
(Schultz, 2006; Shapiro et al., 2006; Moore & Lamb, 2005; Shepard, 2000; Hansen, 1990). 
For the most part, this small but significant body of literature is concerned with critically 
analysing professional journalism standards by demystifying successful journalistic priorities 
and practices. Its focus on critically analysing exemplary journalism work stands in sharp 
contrast to vast amounts of literature critiquing journalism’s malpractices, cultural limitations 
and negative social impacts. For the present researcher, it provides a refreshing and insightful 
new direction in journalism studies.  
Prize-winning journalism  
Three studies make notable contributions to thinking about quality in journalism and assist 
with the task of interpreting the research findings (Shapiro et al., 2006; Moore & Lamb, 
2005; Schultz, 2006). The first of these is a Canadian survey of judges in two leading 
national print journalism award programs (Shapiro et al., 2006). It offers a comprehensive 
account of how judges form judgements about the relative merits of award entries, including 
their criteria of excellence. The study draws on Bogart’s (2004) definition of quality 
journalism as “an intellectual product”, susceptible to qualitative analysis rather than 
quantitative measurement. At issue in the analysis is the relative weight in decision-making 
of the published award criteria versus the more intuitive or “top-of-mind” standards that 
judges might call on, based on professional experience (Shapiro et al., 2006). In other words, 
the study tests the idea that quality journalism is an identifiable practice, with recognisable 
characteristics, rather than an abstract “feel-good” value.  
 
The key finding is that writing style is consistently chosen as the top mark of excellence even 
though it does not figure in the annual award guidelines under study. The award criterion of 
“research depth and rigour in reporting” is ranked second, followed by social relevance 
(public benefit or impact) and originality. This prompts the conclusion that professional 
journalism skills trump all other values of excellence, including the content of journalism, its 
contribution to democracy or its social benefit (Shapiro et al., 2006). However, arguably, a 
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more meaningful lesson from this study concerns the relationship between emerging 
indicators of quality (as expressed in evolving award criteria) and traditional notions of 
quality (as embodied by judges who are selected for their seniority and standing in the field). 
The study demonstrates the struggles between old and new, traditional and emerging 
indicators of excellence, and practical and abstract notions of “quality” that are an inherent 
feature of any awards program.  
Criteria  
The Canadian study encourages a deeper examination of the indicators or criteria used in 
judging excellence. In Australia, there are around a dozen journalistic qualities, or criteria, 
that are considered indicators of excellence (see http://www.walkleys.com/judging-criteria-
conflict- guidelines). These criteria are listed together and used to judge all categories of 
awards. Arguably, however, the criteria indicate particular skills and values that are not 
always in accord with each other. I propose that the current list might be usefully reclassified 
into three subsets of indicators: first, professional journalism skills (newsworthiness, 
research, writing, production, incisiveness); second, social/democratic priorities (impact, 
public benefit, ethics); and, third, creative values (originality, innovation, creative flair).  
The second study (Moore & Lamb, 2005), a recent investigation of 25 years of Pulitzer Prize- 
winning feature stories, provides insight into the unexpected tensions that can arise between 
different indicators of quality journalism, in this case between literary quality and originality.  
 
This study sets out in search of a “formula” for predicting excellence in journalism, only to 
end up with deep concerns about the number of prize-winning stories that “recycle” the same 
plots and values. Prizes in this category are awarded for “high literary quality and originality” 
(my emphasis), yet the study finds two uniform trends: first, winning stories predominantly 
focus on a single theme – hardships faced by ordinary people (2005, p. 49) and, second, they 
contain frequent and unexpected references to Christianity, suggesting the influence of this 
religion as “a reader’s guide to right and wrong” (2005, p. 50). Moore and Lamb conclude the 
prize-winning feature stories are skilfully written but demonstrate little innovation in terms of 
plot or cultural values. They then question journalism’s view of the United States and 
whether it accords with America’s view of itself. They further suggest, correctly in this 
author’s view, that quality journalism, no matter how “highly readable and beautifully 
written” (2005, p. 51), needs to do more than just confirm readers’ existing views and beliefs.  
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Judging  
A further twist emerges from this tale of prize-winning feature writing. In criticising 
journalists at the top of the profession for their lack of originality, these authors seem to 
ignore the fact that this quality feature-writing does something that elite forms of journalism 
rarely achieve: it attracts broad popular appeal because the narratives are easy to read, 
entertaining and relevant to people’s lives. It becomes clear that there are tensions between 
creative values and what this paper terms “social/democratic priorities”, as well as tensions 
between professional skills and creative values. This issue emerges as a fascinating but minor 
theme in research about prize-winning journalism dealing with audience perceptions of 
journalistic excellence. For example, Singletary and Newlin (1980) compared editors’ and 
non-professional readers’ appraisals of three entries in a local “better newspaper contest”: the 
study found readers did not share editors’ views of “excellence” and concluded that editors 
needed to do more to find out about the “needs and interests” of readers if they wanted to sell 
more newspapers (1980, p. 53).  
 
The research data indicate that tabloid or popular media do not win Gold Walkleys. 
Arguably, this means that most Australians do not read, view or listen to Australia’s best 
journalism. If this is true, it begs the question of what excellence in journalism means or 
achieves if people are not interested in it. The recent Walkley review suggests there is a new 
determination within the profession to tackle this problem. As Dempster notes, “the digital 
revolution is driving fundamental change to the public’s conception of journalism” (2009, p. 
25). In the past, critics of journalism tossed a few “brickbats” at the news (Hurst, 1988); 
today, they set up blog sites and compete for audience share. In the face of this new 
imperative to engage the public more directly, the Walkley Foundation has set itself the task 
of seeking advice and input from all journalists about the future of professional standards and 
practices (Dempster, 2009, p. 25). Yet, of course, there is room to do more. One suggestion 
might be to revisit the idea mooted in the 1997 review of inviting “outsiders” to join the 
judging panels (Burton, 1997, p. 25).  
 
How, then, do the Walkley judges negotiate and resolve the tensions that may arise between 
competing criteria of excellence in order to establish collective standards for the profession? 
How do they apply the criteria? What is the difference between quality and excellence? Our 
research findings to date do not supply answers to these questions. They will be addressed in 
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the second phase of the empirical research which investigates judges’ comments, the 
frequency of award- winning criteria and, hence, the ranking of each of the listed journalistic 
qualities.  
 
What is known is that the Walkleys’ collegial judging process seeks to avoid claims of bias, 
favouritism or lack of competence by involving the profession’s most distinguished and 
respected representatives in a two-step judging process (Burton, 1997). Since 1997, a pool of 
100 senior media industry figures has annually formed three-person national panels that 
recommend the three best entries in each category to the Walkley Advisory Board. The 12-
member Board, drawn from senior leaders in the Australian media, then selects the prize-
winner in each category, with the best of the best selected for the Gold Walkley. Put another 
way, you cannot win a Gold Walkley in contemporary Australian journalism unless 
representatives of the field as a whole vote to give you one.  
Competition  
In the third notable study in this area of research, Ida Schultz (2006) takes us in a different 
direction by suggesting the empirical study of journalism awards enables researchers to get 
closer to what she terms “real journalism”, that is, the work produced through ongoing 
monitoring and competition between journalists across the whole news field, rather than by 
gate-keeping within single newsrooms, as they struggle against each other for audience share. 
Her analysis of 60 years of the Cavling Prizes (the Danish equivalent of the Pulitzers) finds 
recent increased rewards for the journalism of “exposure”, rather than information or agenda-
setting, in line with what she perceives as the growing dominance of television news stations. 
This approach is striking for its reframing of the notion of journalistic “success”; the awards 
are interpreted as indicators of a pecking order or hierarchy of news media and outlets, rather 
than of individual achievements. There is a much greater awareness in this analysis of the 
contexts and conditions under which quality is produced across the whole journalism field, 
and, at the same time, of the pressures and influences within the field that give rise to the 
imperative to produce quality.  
 
The basic features of the Australian journalism pecking order reveal themselves in the 
research findings, although more work is needed to detail its nuances. The single most 
distinguished media outlet for excellence in Australian journalism is the ABC.  
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Turner’s (1993) assertion that staffing levels underpin “quality” journalism is confirmed in 
the data. Everyday news reporting does win Gold Walkleys (see Gold Walkleys for Tim 
Palmer in 2005; Richard Moran in 2003; David Bentley in 1995; Monica Attard in 1991; and 
Alan Tate and Paul Bailey in 1989) but nowhere nearly as often as time-consuming, resource-
intensive journalism based on research, investigation and reflection. This applies to all media, 
not only newspapers.  
 
The popular tabloid press has not won a top award in the past 21 years. However, with only 
four Gold Walkleys going to The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age, neither did our 
longest- standing “serious” metropolitan daily newspapers do as well as might be expected 
from a reading of Mayer (1968). The Australian Financial Review, established in 1951, won 
the same number of Gold Walkleys as the SMH, while The Australian, established in 1964, 
outperformed The Age. The strong showing by these national dailies has meant that 
newspapers continue as the dominant news medium in Australian journalism.  
 
The “profit controversy” (Lacy & Fico, 1991), that is, the relationship between quality 
journalism and business success, remains an open question. Advertising paid for 12 Gold 
Walkleys, government revenue (taxpayers) paid for eight of the remaining nine in our 
sample, while the single SBS winner was paid for from a mix of government revenue and 
sponsorship. There are two notable points here: first, non-commercial media have a more 
consistent track record in achieving excellence, winning the top prize at least once every 
three years in our sample period. Second, advertising supports quality journalism in 
newspapers five times more often than it does in commercial television. If there is a link to be 
found between quality journalism and business success, then this data strongly suggest it is 
found in newspapers, even in this historical moment of transition from single-medium to 
multi-platform news provision.  
Conclusion  
This article proposes that critical attention to prize-winning or successful journalism offers a 
new starting point for thinking about notions of “quality journalism” and, more broadly, 
about journalism practice. The analysis is grounded in a longitudinal investigation of prize-
winning Australian journalism and the results of the first phase of the study are reported here. 
The re- view of 21 years of Gold Walkleys indicates that newspapers have proven to be a 
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remarkably resilient platform for quality journalism in Australia. This is good news at a time 
of transition and uncertainty in the news industry as newspapers move online and become 
multi-platform rather than single-medium news providers. Yet the research data also point to 
the limited popular appeal of quality journalism and thus to tensions, rather than accord, 
between the different criteria used to judge journalistic excellence. Three subsets of criteria 
have been identified here: professional skills, social/democratic priorities, and creative 
values. Further examination of the findings, interpreted in relation to the research literature, 
reveals that excellence in journalism, properly conceived, is a complex practice that emerges 
at the intersection of these three subsets of indicators. “Quality journalism” therefore needs to 
be defined and studied in ways that open up the conceptual complexities and tensions, rather 
than only trying to reduce them to quantifiable variables. In the same way, media companies 
need to address the contexts and conditions under which quality journalism is produced, 
rather than trying to resolve the “profit controversy” only by “monetising” content. 
Journalism’s purpose includes but is not confined to achieving business success; its future is 
more uncertain in a world where commerce and digital technology increasingly put the means 
of journalistic production into the public’s hands.  
 
The 2009 Walkley review indicates there is a felt need within the profession for journalists to 
do more to canvass and engage with the public’s ideas about journalism. There is no formula 
for whether or how this engagement might work. This article suggests that one way to make a 
start might be to listen to and engage with informed criticism from the public as part of the 
award process. Informed critics could include regular everyday news consumers as well as 
media experts and representatives of community groups. Their role on the judging panel 
would be to critically evaluate the social/democratic priorities of award entries, leaving peer-
assessment of professional skills and creative values to the senior journalists. The proposal 
draws on and responds to the analysis of the research findings; it requires consultation and 
reflection and, of course, may prove too schematic. Nonetheless, at heart, it gives expression 
to the fundamental principle that has informed journalism’s past, and that will most likely 
secure its future, that is, the principle of seeking truth in order to serve the public.  
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